Efforts have been made by some communities towards conserving their forest, but deforestation still poses serious problems. Despite efforts to conserve community forest, increasing dependence on the forest is bound to shrink the forest continuously. Thus, findings from the study will strengthen the community's initiative towards conservation and sustainable management of their forest and provide baseline information for future studies in the study area. The study assessed indigenes perception on the status of Iko Esai Community forest in Akamkpa Local Government Area, Cross River State Nigeria. All four wards of the community were purposively selected for the study. Structured questionnaires were administered to 160 respondents for data collection. Data were analysed using descriptive (table and charts) and inferential statistics with chi-square analysis to test for independence or association at 5% level of significance. The results showed that there was significant (P =.0001) change in the status of the forest from the primary closed forest (69.37%) to
INTRODUCTION
The continuous dependence of about 1.6 billion people on forest land and forest resources for agriculture, settlements, mining, industrial expansion, fuelwood supply, urban growth, high way construction and other uses has led to massive deforestation [1] . Less than 4,033,060,000 hectares of the earth surface is covered by forests, a drastic deviation from earlier reports which estimate the global forest cover to be approximately six billion hectares [2] . Thus, the level of tropical rainforest destruction is escalating worldwide due to various unfavourable forest practices [3, 4] .
Anthropogenic activities such as logging for timber, demand for fuelwood, overgrazing by animals, bush burning and unsustainable farming practices by communities settled within and around the forest has resulted in a significant decline in Nigeria's forest resources [5] . Furthermore, Ogugbuaja and Barsisa [6] reported that the indiscriminate burning of forest also degrades the air quality through the release of airborne Suspended Particulate Matter (SPM). These dust when deposited on the leaves of the plants affect the diffusion of water into and out of the plant leaves, a situation which affects the growth of plant species. Thus, reports from FAO [4] revealed that the forest area of Nigeria has continuously declined from about 13,137,000 hectares in 1990 to 13,137,000 hectares in 2000 to 9,041,000 hectares in 2010 and 6,993,000 hectares in 2015.
Cross River State which covers an area of 21,560 km 2 (about three percent of the landmass of Nigeria) [7] has not been left out of the effects of deforestation. There has been a decline in her forest area from an initial area of about 14,724 km 2 to about 6,102 km 2 [8] . Due to the lack of polity will/commitment towards sustainable forest management in the State vis-à-vis the growing dependence on forest resources, the forest area of the State is expected to decrease further. Currently, deforestation is estimated to be at a rate of 3.50 percent to four percent per annum with Ogun, Ondo, Edo, Delta, Taraba and Cross River State having the highest rates of deforestation [8, 9] . If drastic measures are not taken there would be critical deterioration of the forest and forest resources in these states. This will entail the loss of food resources as well as the destruction of wildlife habitats which threaten the existence of wildlife species [10] .
Community forestry is a forest management strategy which focuses on the participation of local communities in forest and forest resources management and the sustainable utilisation of the forest resources for their daily needs such as food, income, employment, timber and other uses [11] . Community forestry entails the empowerment of the local people and other stakeholders to control and be actively involved in decision-making geared towards the management of the natural biological diversity surrounding their community [11] .
Some communities like Iko Esai, Ekuri and a few others in Akamkpa Local Government Area of Cross River State, Nigeria have developed strategies to conserve their community forests thus reducing the continuous loss of their forest. There has been immense support from the Center for Education Research and Conservation of Primate and Nature (CERCOPAN) as well as the State Government towards the encouragement of community forestry in Iko Esai. This has led to the conservation of Iko Esai community forest and its associated flora and fauna species. Furthermore, with this assistance, the community has been able to develop its forest into an ecotourism hot spot for visitor's appreciation [12, 13] .
Despite the efforts by CERCOPAN to assist in the conservation of the community forest in the study area, there is bound to be some level of conversion of forest to arable land for food production, extraction of timber and other nontimber forest products. Irrespective of the indigene's willingness to conserve the forests, these activities tend to reduce the forest of the area over time. Therefore, the aim of the study is to assess the perception of indigenes on the status of the forest in the study area, the perceived drivers of deforestation and perceived state of deforestation in the study area. Findings from the study will assist the community in strengthening their initiative towards conservation and sustainable management of their forest. It will also serve as baseline information to aid future studies in the study area. [14] (Fig. 1 ). The community with an estimated population of 2,693 people, covers a land area of about 21,000 hectares, is made up of four wards; Eyeyeng, Okoyong, Bukuri and Esereset [12] . Iko Esai community is bounded by Iko Ekperem, New Ekuri and Agoi communities in Akamkpa Local Government Areas of Cross River State. The area is characterized by high rainfall mean annual of 3,000 mm and a dry season that last for up to four (4) months from December to March [12, 14] . The temperature of the area ranges from 23 to 37 o C with a relative humidity of 90 to 100% in the rainy season and 70 to 80% in the dry season [12, 14] .
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Area
The vegetation of Iko Esai Community is characterised as a moist tropical lowland forest still in its natural state. The community possesses about 12,000 hectares of community forest, jointly managed by the community and CERCOPAN. This includes 400 hectares carved out as a core area for intensive biodiversity protection, 4000 hectares as research area comanaged by CERCOPAN and the community and 3000 hectares as farmlands (Fig. 2) . The soil is deep, well drained and contains high humus content making it suitable for agriculture [14] . 
. Land use map of Iko Esai community
There is a high presence of indigenous flora and fauna species in the area including numerous genera and species of butterflies, mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians and plants some of which are endemic [11] . Primate species in the area include small primates such as galagos and Potos, medium size monkeys of the genus Cercopithecus and Cercocerbus and some large primates like chimpanzees and lowland gorillas. In addition, there is also a presence of a wide variety of ungulates species like duikers as well as golden cats, elephants, buffalos, countless species of birds and numerous butterfly species.
Center of Education, Research and Conservation of Primates and Nature (CERCOPAN) is a UK registered environmental conservation charity and a founding member of the PAN African Sanctuary Alliance (PASA) a US charitable organisation. CERCOPAN strives to conserve tropical community forests and to protect its monkeys while providing education and practical options for the local communities to enable sustainable rather than destructive dependence on the forest. CERCOPAN has been present in the study area since 2006. Since then, they have aided the community in conserving their flora and fauna species as well as designing and developing ecotourism services such as a one hectare Mangabey enclosure, housing facilities for tourist and other leisure sites [12, 14] .
Method of Data Collection
All four (4) wards in the community were purposively selected for the study. With sampling intensity of 5% of the total population, 160 respondents were selected for the study conducted in 2013. These respondents were equally distributed within the wards with each ward having a total of 40 respondents. One hundred and sixty structured questionnaires were administered to the selected respondents as a means of data collection. The questionnaires were structured based on how the local people perceived their forest and forest type as conceived by Kursar et al. [15] using four forest categories described by UNEP [16] . These categories included primary closed forest, primary opened forest, secondary closed forest, and secondary opened forest.
Data Analysis Techniques
The data collected from the study were subjected to descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. While some data were analysed using frequency tables and charts, others were analysed using chi-square analysis in STATVIEW version 5 to test for independence or association at a five percent (5%) level of significance.
RESULTS
Findings from the study are presented in Tables  and Figures described The socio-economic characteristics of respondents in Table 1 revealed that 63.75% were males while 36.25% were females. Regarding the age of respondents 3.13% were between 16 and 20 years, 31.87% between 21 and 30 years, 27.50% between 31 and 40 years, 28.75% between 41and 50 years and 8.75% were above 50 years. The occupation of the respondents revealed that 42.50% were farmers and involved in subsistence agriculture and cash crop production, 3.13% were traders, 4.37% were hunters. Others were civil servants (3.13%), motorcycle drivers (5.62%), students (36.87%), and other forms of employment (1.88%) while 2.50% were unemployed. The education attainment of respondents showed that 7.50% had no formal education, 10.63% had primary education, 69.37 had secondary education, and 12.50% had tertiary education. It was further observed that 9.38% of the population had resided in the area for less than 10 years, 8.75% for 11 to 15 years, 13.12% for 16 to 20 years and 68.75% for more than 20 years. 
Demographic Profile of Respondents
Perception on Past and Present Status of the Forest
Evidence of Deforestation in the Area
The responses on evidence of deforestation in the area are shown in Fig. 3 . 
Fig. 3. Evidences of deforestation
On the evidence of deforestation in the community forest, loss of wildlife (63.1%), increase in temperature (57.5%), climate change (65.6%) and low rainfall (56.3%) were considered by respondents as major signals of deforestation in the area. Soil erosion (54.4) and poor soils (48.8%) were perceived as not having any remarkable impact.
State of Deforestation
The state of deforestation in the area was as shown in Table 3 . 
Drivers of Deforestation
The drivers of deforestation in the area are shown in Table 4 .
It can be observed from Table 4 that 60% of respondents were of the opinion that anthropogenic activities were the major causes of deforestation in the area, 26.25% submitted that both anthropogenic activities and natural phenomena were responsible for deforestation in the area while 13.75% reported that deforestation was caused by natural phenomena. 
Categories of anthropogenic drivers of deforestation
. Major anthropogenic drivers of deforestation
The results from Fig. 4 revealed that 84.75% attributed economic factors (poverty) as a major anthropogenic factor of deforestation. This was followed by demographic elements (24.37%). Social issues and conflicts represented 17.5% and 9.38% of respondent's position respectively.
Major anthropogenic drivers of deforestation
Fig. 5 reveals the most prevalent anthropogenic activities that caused deforestation in the area.
It was indicated in Fig. 5 that 64 .38% of deforestation in the area was as a result of Agricultural activities, 20.62% was due to hunting while 15% was as a result of logging activities.
DISCUSSIONS
Results from the study showed that the males were more than the females. Although this was attributed to the accessibility of the males during the study, it, however, agreed with finding in a study carried out by Asuk [14] who reported males to be more accessible than females in the study area. It was also revealed from the demographic profile of respondents that majority of the respondent were above the age of 30 years (65%) and practised farming (42.5%) as their major occupation. Also, a significant part of the population had resided in the area for more than 20 years (68.75%). The age of respondents, the nature of their occupation and period of residence in the area makes them experienced enough to offer viable information on the changes in the status of their community forest. Furthermore, results on educational attainment of respondents showed that the population was dominated by individuals who had a minimum of secondary education qualification (81.87%). In addition, during interviews with indigenes, it was observed that those who had no formal education were fairly able to communicate in English thus indicating a significant literacy level and their ability to discern and comment on deforestation in the area.
The status of the forest was assessed based on the respondent's perception of the state of the forest in the past and present. Based on respondents perception, there was significant (P = .0001) change in the status of the forest in the study area from the past status of primary open forest to secondary open forest. The loss of tropical forest is a global challenge and thus not peculiar to the community forest of Iko Esai. Despite the fact that there was significant level of deforestation or change in the status of forest in the area, the state was however slow to moderate. According to Kursar et al. [15] although forest cover change is common in many humid and sub-humid tropical areas, the magnitude of this challenge remains difficult to evaluate. The slow state of deforestation was attributed to the presence of Center for Research, Education and Conservation of Primate and Nature (CERCOPAN), an environmental NGO that supports conservation activities in the study area [17] .
The study identified four broad sources of anthropogenic factors that were highlighted by the UNEP [16] as basic techniques to assess deforestation which include demographic, economic (poverty), conflict and social factors. Anthropogenic factor, relating to the demographic and economic disposition of the population, were considered the major drivers of deforestation in the area. The general opinion of respondents using economic reasons was borne out of the overall consideration of the forest as their main source of household needs [18] . Also, Eneji et al. [19] and Olagunju [20] stated that rural poverty can also result in deforestation. However, those who were in support of demographic factors reasoned that deforestation, most times, can lead to an expansion of farmlands into the forest as revealed by the demographic data showing farming as major occupation of the people in that community. Thus, agriculture followed by hunting and logging were observed to be the major anthropogenic activity that drives deforestation in the area. However, logging was perceived as the least anthropogenic activity causing deforestation in the area due to the level of sensitisation given to the people by CERCOPAN [17] .
Geist and Lambin [21] and Adeoye et al. [22] pointed out that deforestation is as a result of forest fires, fuelwood collection, urbanisation, agricultural expansion and poor monitoring. However, Efiong [23] attributed deforestation to small-scale shifting cultivation. According to Geist and Lambin, [21] and Kissinger et al. [24] the flora and fauna in a forest remain undisturbed until the need to exploit the forest. Thus, as perceived by the respondents, if deforestation is not checked, it will lead to the loss of the rich biodiversity in the area [14] .
CONCLUSION
There has been an evident change in the status of Iko Esai community forest over the years indicated by the loss of biodiversity, a decrease in water quality and quantity, and change in rainfall patterns. This change is a result of anthropogenic factors (60%) relating to the economic and demographic characteristic of the indigene of the area. Agriculture happens to be the major anthropogenic activity driving deforestation in the study area. The presence of CERCOPAN in the area had significantly slowed down the state of deforestation/forest change in the area. Therefore, the effort of CERCOPAN and other NGOs should be intensified in the area. Agroforestry should be incorporated into the agricultural practice for sustainable management of the forest. Afforestation programmes should be carried out to revive the lost community forest in the area.
